486	HEADING FOR CATASTROPHE
for only eight months earlier (26 October 1913) when discussing
Serbia with Count Berchtold, the Austro-Hungarian foreign
minister, he had himself suggested the bombardment and
occupation of Belgrade, and concluded: ey°u mav rest assured
that I stand behind you, and am ready to draw the sword when-
ever the lead you take makes it necessary5.1 He was due to start
next day on his annual cruise in Scandinavian waters, and was
careful not to arouse suspicion by changing his plans. But before
he went, he summoned the chiefs of the war office and admiralty
to Potsdam, and warned them of the coming danger.
Nobody indeed in Vienna or Berlin could have desired a better
jumping-off ground for the decisive war. A Serbian issue suited
Vienna, because it united Magyars and Austrian Germans. A
Serbian regicide issue was particularly good, because it revived
the strong prejudices felt against Serbia in England and else-
where on account of the murder of King Alexander in 1903.
These were good points for Berlin, too, but still better was the
fact that the issue was Austro-Russian and not Germano-French.
The German general staff could trust its own people much better
than its Allies, and it was far preferable that Germany should be
in the posture of fighting for Austria against the dragon of Slav-
dom than that Austria should be in the posture of fighting for
Germany. Viewing it all round, the casus belli afforded was so
marvellously trim and timely, that it would have been a miracle
if those who had loaded their weapon for the beginning of
August had been kept from using it to pull the trigger.
At first there was no hurry. The occasion had been slightly
premature. After William II had given his carte blanche, Austria
hid her intentions for eighteen days. Then events moved swiftly
as to a time-table. On 23 July Vienna's ultimatum was pre-
sented at Belgrade. It was framed as prelude to a declaration
of war. (I have never before', said Grey to the Austrian ambassa-
dor, cseen one State address to another independent State a
document of so formidable a character.'2 It was launched with
only a 48-hour time-limit, and the other Powers were not offi-
cially apprised till the next day. Moreover, a moment had been
1 The record of this very important conversation will be found in Oesterreich-
Ungarns Aussenpolitik, vii. 512-15. The reference to Germany's sword clearly went
beyond diplomatic support, and implied acceptance of a European war. Mr,
Spender's comment is deserved: *In the whole series of documents there is none
which may more justly be called fatal.' Unless the reply to Francis Joseph may.
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